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 Archaeological site, Gedi Ruins, is well known on the Coastal Province of Kenya as a 
place of great mystery. It is sacred to many for reasons of spirituality and appeals to both Swahili 
and Mijikenda, a group of nine tribes living on the coast, as a place of prayer. The Giriama make 
up one of these nine tribes and, as they have a large community surrounding the site of Gedi 
Ruins, are the focus of this study. The Mijikenda have a deep connection with their ancestral 
spirits as well as jinn. While their traditions run deep, there have, however, been great changes to 
their belief system since the introduction of Islam, as many have converted. The goal of this 
study is to examine each of these; ancestral spirits, jinn, Islam and their effects on the Giriama 
separately and then use them to see if these beliefs have aided in the preservation of Gedi Ruins. 
In turn, this study revealed that Gedi Ruins and the Giriama community surrounding it have a 
symbiotic relationship. Each relies on the other to keep it afloat. While there are many issues that 














 Gedi Ruins is a sacred site shrouded in mystery and question. No one knows exactly 
when and why it was abandoned, only that today it is held in the highest regard as a sacred 
location by people all through the coastal region. Gedi is an archaeological site in the coastal 
province of Kenya outside the town of Malindi (See Maps 1-3). It was founded by Arabs around 
the 13th century and reached its peak in the 15th. The stone town that covers approximately 45 
acres, at its pinnacle consisted of eight mosques, many homes, tombs (Image 1), and an 
extravagant palace, though only 12 of those acres have been excavated (Kirkman, 1966). It 
housed invaluable treasures from all over the world, providing an indicator for future 
archaeologists to understand the intensity and extension of the trade world at the time. The town 
is positioned in a location that suggests it was not itself a trade city, but one that thrived on 
agriculture. Though, it was probably the reigning settlement over the numerous others 
surrounding it leading up to the ocean. Its location was strategic against attack and could have 
been reached by allies via Mida creek that runs nearby (Ali Mwarora).  
 Gedi was constructed with two walls surrounding the center city. It has been speculated 
that its shape of somewhat concentric circles and building locations are reminiscent of status. A 
person’s status would have determined where within the town they lived. The person at the top, 
perhaps a sultan, would have resided in the palace at the center of the town. Surrounding him, 
wealthy businessmen in large homes. Outside of that would have been wealthy merchants, then 
the less well-off. Beyond this there are few archaeological remains, as it would have been the 
low class who constructed their homes out of materials that have now biodegraded. However, 
archaeologists suspect that they lived within the area between the two main walls as well as 
outside of them (Mwarora).  
 The site thrived for a few short centuries, but fell abruptly around the 17th. The reason 
for its collapse is unknown, though there are many valid theories. Some suspect that once the 
wells filled with brackish water the people of Gedi no longer had a fresh water source and were 
forced to abandon the town. The massive wells that they dug can still be seen today but are 
useless as water sources. Another theory concerns the Gallas, a pastoralist tribe from the North. 
The Gallas were moving down the coast sacking villages along the way. According to Philip 
Jimbi Katana, at the time there were more than 200 settlements along the coast but only four, 
including Lamu and Mombasa, were not abandoned, primarily as a result of these Galla attacks. 
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It is likely that Gedi fell in this way. A third postulation is that plague, which affected most of 
the city-states on the Kenyan coast, reached Gedi and killed many of its inhabitants. The rest of 
the population fled to escape the disease. It is very possible that the abandonment of the city was 
a result of all of these combined. Despite these theories, there is still not the proper 
archaeological evidence to back them up (Jimbi Katana).  
 According to many historians, the Giriama, one of the Mijikenda tribes, arrived in the 
Gedi area after its abandonment by the Arabs. This, however is disputable as Giriama oral 
tradition marks their arrival at around 1100 AD, before the arrival of the Arabs. The following 
research examines this controversy. The Giriama are one of nine tribes belonging to the umbrella 
term, Mijikenda. While these nine tribes can be broken down into many different levels, they 
have a common heritage and follow similar practices socially, politically, and religiously (Spear, 
1978: 4). The Mijikenda claim that they came from Singwaya, a location that has yet to be 
located but is suspected to be in southern Somalia around the Webbe Shebelle River. They 
migrated south after conflicts with their neighbors, the Oromo, arose, and eventually settled 
along the coast in what are known as Kayas. A Kaya is a forested hilltop that provides the 
necessary resources such as food, water, and fertile soils for agriculture. In addition, living in a 
Kaya provides a strategic position against invaders, which at the time, were many. Initially nine 
kayas were settled. These became the nine Mijikenda tribes. They include the Kauma, Giriama, 
Chonyi, Jibani, Kambe, Ribe, Rabai, Duruma, and Digo (Spear, 1978). One of these, the 
Giriama, will be the tribe of focus in this piece.  
 In a Thematic Seminar Series Lecture by Kaingu Kalume Tinga, he discussed the 
importance of the Kaya to the Mijikenda. The Kaya is a sacred place where acts of worship 
surrounding life, death, and spirits occur. Even the simple act of entering a Kaya has a ritual that 
is sac-religious to break. Shoes are not allowed within the Kaya and once one enters, one cannot 
look back. Directly outside the Kaya a pot, known as Fingo, is buried for protection and 
represents security to the Mijikenda. At the center of the community lies the Moro, or the main 
house used for elders to convene. The Mijikenda have a deep sense of spiritualism and ritual 
practice that goes along with it. There are sites within the forest surrounding the Kaya that are 
held sacred. An example of the extremes that they go to to protect their sacred grounds is that 
impure women are forbidden from fetching water from certain holes. Another example is that 
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there is a special bush area where “abnormal” babies are taken at birth, drowned and then buried 
in a trench. Twins and albinos are thrown over cliffs into rivers below.  
 Kayas housed up to 2000 inhabitants. People lived on the hilltop and farmed on the flanks 
of the mountains where the resources were richest. The villages within Kayas were constructed 
in large clearings on top of the hills with clusters of homes constructed with grass, creating 
compounds for different clans within the tribe. The elders lived at the center of the Kaya in large 
domed grass structures and held councils under a large tree. These elders, known as Rikas were 
at the top of an age-set system for leaderships developed by the Giriama. There are seven marika 
(plural of rika), each with 13 sub-rikas. As one grows older, one rises in this gerontocratic 
system. The most senior of these is Kambi, with the highest ranking being Mraya. The Giriama 
have six main clans with micro-clans in each. Each clan also has a leadership system. Women 
have their own methods of elevation within leadership as well and are eventually ranked as 
mentors. Among these, the Kambi are seen as the only people who are able to appease and speak 
to their ancestral spirits, or Koma (Mutoro, 1997: 132-133). 
 The Giriama have a deep connection with their dead and believe that their spirits live 
among the community and whose influence is beyond control (Opudo, 2006: 112). They 
communicate with their ancestral spirits through diviners who are primarily women. These 
diviners call upon the spirits to help them in solving problems in the community. These spirits, 
however, are not always welcome as they can at times cause pain. There are many different kinds 
of spirits that enter the human body to disrupt a regular lifestyle. Head spirits, for example, enter 
people’s minds and cause distress. As a response to these disturbances, communities conduct 
spirit dances to drive out the unwanted spirits. These can last all day and night while diviners 
sacrifice animals such as chickens and make offerings of fruits and other foods (Parkin, 1991: 
168). 
 To mark the importance of the deceased, the Giriama construct grave posts known as 
Vigango (Mutoro, 1997: 134). In his piece, Commemorative Grave Posts (Vigango), Kalume 
Kaingu Tinga discusses the importance of these pieces. He notes that while the Giriama believe 
in a supreme god, Mulungu, they also believe that their ancestral spirits are there as a medium 
for communication with God. Be them good or bad, they try to please these spirits to avoid any 
misfortunes that they could bring upon loved ones. Therefore, they create these grave posts as 
“memorial shrines” calling them misala ya koma (Tinga, 2006). These posts are not erected 
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directly after a member of the community has died, but rather its installation occurs upon 
direction by spirits through dreams or misfortunes. They believe that if these demands are 
ignored bad things will happen to the living relatives. Libations of palm wine are placed at the 
base of a sacred tree while funeral songs are sung and the posts are dressed in pieces of cloth of 
what the deceased would have worn (Tinga, 2006). The creation and positioning of the vigango 
is not easy and takes much planning but is a testament to how important these beliefs are to the 
Giriama and how dedicated they are to them. As a result, people revere these places that they 
believe are inhabited by spirits and regard them as sacred (Opudo, 2006: 112).  
 A Kaya is not the only sacred place for the Giriama. This Kaya concept represents the 
level to which the Mijikenda, and Giriama in this case, hold certain sites to be sacred.  
Sacred sites can be anything that holds importance to the people and their ancestors. This can be 
a cave, a forest, tree, field, or an abandoned building, for example. Typically within these sites 
are spirit dwellings which are called mzimu by both the Giriama and Swahili (Giles, 1987: 44). 
To damage, trespass, or harm a sacred place would provoke the spirits (Opudo, 2006: 112). To 
many, Gedi Ruins has become one of these sacred sites. It is sacred on many different levels and 
for many different reasons. While it holds significance for the Giriama, not all aspects of the 
connections are positive ones.  
 Within Islam there is a belief that jinn live among humans. The Giriama, whether or not 
they are Muslim, too believe that there are jinns and most say, without questions, that they reside 
in Gedi Ruins. While jinn are Islamic entities, they live throughout the human world and affect 
others besides Muslims. According to the Quran, jinn were created by Allah alongside humans to 
worship him. In Arabic jinn refers to something concealed or hidden and are mentioned in the 
Quran in no less than 40 verses and 10 Soorahs, one being entirely dedicated to the jinn: 
Sooratul-Jinn (Khaleel, 2005: 31). According to those who believe, jinn can cause all sorts of 
sickness and problems for humans and are therefore feared, but are also used by some to cause 
harm. Certain members of the community known as mganga, or witch doctors, are meant to deal 
with jinn; getting rid of them, appeasing them, and providing them to those who wish to use 
them. Mganga are capable of communicating with jinn through certain practices.  
 Jinn are a very controversial subject within the Muslim community because according to 
the Quran, Muslims are required to believe in jinn but it is forbidden to interact with them 
(Khaleel, 2005: 37). Although, this becomes even more complicated as another point in the 
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Quran notes that it is haraam (forbidden) to question the jinn or the people that speak with them 
but at the same time it is also wrong to believe in all that they say (Taymeeyah, 1989: 95). Many 
people consider requesting an audience with a jinn as an attempt to replace the work of God. It is 
against true faith and commitment to the Quran. As a result, waganga practices are kept quiet and 
those who seek assistance from an mganga often request that it not be known by others that they 
were there. There are many different kinds of jinn that people use for different purposes. The 
Soorah al-Jinn itself states in section 72:11 that “Verily among us are righteous and others 
contrary. We followed many divergent paths” (Taymeeyah, 1989: 26), explaining that there are 
these different types of jinn, just as there are different types of humans; good and bad.  
 According to the Quran, jinn have the right to occupy any place where humans are not 
living (Taymeeyah, 1989: 33). This is the reason that they are often found in abandoned 
settlements such as Gedi and is where the Giriama connection to the location, religion, and the 
entities involved in it come into play. Gedi is a revered site, both feared and worshiped as a place 
that holds spirits and jinn. It has been held sacred for a long time and even when it was inhabited, 
the Arabs believed spirits and jinn lived there. In his books published after excavation, James 
Kirkman notes aspects of the buildings that are evidence for these beliefs. One main example of 
this is that front doors of houses were altered to confuse ancestral spirits and keep them away 
(Kirkman, 1966: 115).  Former Curator of Gedi Ruins, Abdullah Alousy, pointed out that the 
treasuries in the palace had special boxes in the walls where jinn were meant to live to protect the 
room. The importance of the recognition and adherence to spirits is shown in both the 
archaeological and cultural evidence and it is clear through the actions of both Giriama and 
Swahili today that these beliefs remain.  
 Similar to conversion to Christianity as a result of the pressure of missionaries, with the 
introduction of Islam many Giriama converted. As discussed, this conversion added to the 
spiritual beliefs but also began the slow chipping away at what is Giriama traditional culture and 
belief. According to the Giriama, Muslim spirits are also present and they often encounter them 
during divination ceremonies (Marai). This represents the changing belief system of the Giriama. 
Many are in denial of these changes and the fact that the traditional belief systems are waning, 
but it is more clear than ever when one examines a wide range of people’s opinions on the 
subject. In addition to the spiritual and cultural changes that this new religion brought about, 
Islam has also marginalized the Giriama in today’s Swahili society (Parkin, 1989: 161). This 
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marginalization was examined in depth through interviews with both Giriama and Swahili 
people. Whether it be marginalizing Giriama in local decisions, or, on a more specific level, not 
allowing Giriama to become involved in the decision making at Gedi and suggest what would be 
best for them, these issues are huge to the community and many do not see a resolution in the 
near future.  
  One of the largest challenges in conservation is trying to involve the local communities 
as stakeholders in the management of a site (Eboreime, 2008: 2). Again, the management of Gedi 
Ruins exemplifies this with the lack of consultation with the Giriama. Both parties are at fault 
here and in the end, none will be satisfied until a balanced agreement can be found that 
accommodates both the site and its conservation while providing benefits for the community. 
Heritage management is a difficult subject to approach, especially when there is a community at 
risk. Joseph Eboreime suggests that “linking the management of heritage to the social and 
economic needs of people living in communities adjacent to archaeological sites or in historic 
settlements is one sure way of achieving sustainability” (2008: 3). This must include an 
understanding by those trying to conserve a site of both tangible and intangible heritage. 
Tangible heritage is the site itself, the forest surrounding it, artifacts, and buildings. The 
intangible is the spiritual dimension of the site, the significance that a site holds to local people. 
This aspect is often ignored in conservation, though there is a push by many, such as Eboreime 
to make these two pieces of heritage equal when conserving a site. In 1995, during a World 
Heritage List meeting, experts examined this imbalance and many put emphasis on how 
interlocked culture and nature are and the great importance of both spiritual and material heritage 
(Eboreime, 2008: 3). While these people tried to form some sort of way to accommodate the 
locals and those trying to conserve sites, it has proven very difficult. Gedi Ruins and the Giriama 
people are a perfect example of this failure to adjust.  
  
LITERATURE REVIEW 
 Both Gedi Ruins and the Giriama have been studied at length; however, no scholar has 
yet explored the depth of the relationship between the two. Archaeologists such as James 
Kirkman and Thomas H. Wilson have examined Gedi Ruins through excavation and analysis. 
Both go into great detail about the excavation, proposed history and analysis of the site. These 
analyses have provided other researchers with the necessary layout and background of the site. 
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They both go into detail in their descriptions of each structure that was excavated and explain 
what they tell about the people that lived there. Kirkman includes a brief explanation of how 
sites such as this are often perceived as haunted and a bit about why but does not include what 
the place means to the local community. His analysis and review of the site is very detailed but 
lacks any sort of discussion of the Giriama community. His only mention of the people is when 
he discusses the actual excavation and describes the Giriama as having “shown themselves apt 
excavators...[he] could not ask for better collaborators” (Kirkman, 1966: 100). Both these and 
others lack a description of the site’s significance and interaction with the surrounding Giriama 
people. This aspect that has been neglected in pieces such as these are hugely important and is a 
gap that I will attempt to fill. 
 The Giriama have been studied at great length by various anthropologists, ethnographers, 
and historians. Those that stand out in the field are Linda Giles, H.W. Mutoro, Justin Willis, 
David Parkin, Cynthia Brantley, and Tinga Kaingu Kalume. The kaya is a sacred location for the 
Mijikenda people and has therefore been examined by a number of anthropologists. They have 
each studied different aspects of the Giriama and have been able to build a very detailed 
collection of pieces on various subjects involving this tribe. These researchers have reviewed 
tradition, spirituality, and history of these people. Others discuss the impact that Islam has had on 
the Mijikenda. David Parkin was one of the original scholars to recognize the enormity of the 
influence of Islam on the Mijikenda and says that “spirit possession is the area which Islam is 
most able to penetrate Giriama social life” (1991:187). This was a theoretical basis for this study. 
Scholars such as these have gone to great lengths to cover a wide range of information, but there 
are, of course, still gaps.  
 As I have described here, each of these aspects has been researched in the past separately, 
but very little has been done to compare them and to see what sort of direct impact they have 
both on the Giriama and Gedi Ruins. These gaps include Giriama connections historically, 
spiritually, and emotionally with specific sites such as Gedi. It is very important both 
archaeologically and anthropologically speaking to understand all aspects of a site, especially 
how it connects and possibly affects the community. As someone who is greatly invested in the 
world of archaeology, I believe before one can claim to know everything about a site they have 
to have a grasp on its relation to the community. Therefore, what this study will attempt to do is 
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 The main objective of this study is to examine the Giriama belief system and understand 
how they have impacted the preservation of Gedi Ruins. This large objective was completed by 
the creation of specific objectives which all lead into answering the main question of how these 
different entities interact. These are to (1) form an understanding of the Giriama and their 
relationship with ancestral spirits, (2) define jinn and then create an understanding of the Giriama 
connection with jinn and what they represent to them, and (3) identify the impact that Islam has 
had on Mijikenda, more specifically, Giriama, traditional beliefs. Each of these objectives were 
able to come together to achieve the main goal of determining how all of these aspects of 
Giriama beliefs have aided in the preservation of Gedi Ruins.  
 
STATEMENT OF PROBLEM 
 While work on the Jinn is extensive and the Mijikenda are no strangers to studies, there is 
still a gap of knowledge regarding their relationship specifically with the Giriama and with how 
they interact with the site of Gedi Ruins. This gap of knowledge needs to be filled in order to 
fully understand the local people as it is a huge part of who they were, who they have become 
and will be. These gaps involve a comparison of the two religions as well as an in depth 
examination into why Gedi is protected and believed to be haunted. Cultures are constantly 
shifting for they are fluid, and can never really be defined. One can, however, create awareness 
of a group of people to avoid complete ignorance. It is unawareness that causes problems. If 
outsiders were more aware of others, larger problems could easily be reduced. 
 A researcher must answer questions formed around these problems and the stated 
objectives. To fill in this gap of research and understanding one main question to be answered is; 
how these beliefs have played a role in the preservation of Gedi Ruins? What is the relationship 
between the Mijikenda and ancestral spirits? What sort of religious practices do they have 
surrounding these relationships? Similarly, what is the definition of Jinn, how do the Mijikenda 
relate to them, and what practices do they have relating to the Jinn? Have Muslim beliefs 
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impacted Giriama (Mijikenda) beliefs in the community surrounding Gedi, and if so, how? What 
do the ruins mean to the surrounding communities? How have they had an impact on the site? 
These are just some of the necessary questions to be asked in this study that will provide answers 
to fill in the research and knowledge gaps about the subject. This lack of awareness has 
amplified the issues that are already there.  
 
SETTING  
 Gedi Ruins lies within the Arabuko Sokoke Forest about 15 kilometers South of Malindi. 
The community studied for this, the Giriama, resides all over this section of the coast but there is 
a large concentration of them surrounding the ruins. In the late 1980s the National Museums of 
Kenya constructed a fence that surrounds the entire 45 acres of Gedi Ruins and forest. This 
pushed members of the Giriama community out and halted their use of the forest that had once 
provided food, shelter, medicinal plants, and animals to the people. Many people in this 
community remained on the outskirts of this fence, encircling the site (Alousy).  
 Politics plays a huge role in these problems, beginning long ago when the Arabs first 
arrived to coastal Kenya. As with any form of colonization, oppression of the local community 
was seen and these sentiments of injustice still resonate today. The Giriama were pushed off of 
their land by the National Museums of Kenya when the site was gazetted and are extremely bitter 
about it. There are people working on both sides trying to involve the Giriama in decision 
making. In the end, however, the people higher up have the last say and it often is not in the best 
interest of the Giriama. The locals are supposed to receive benefits from the site in form of 
money and scholarship, but according to many, they rarely see the money.  
 Many people who work at the site, though, are from the local Giriama community and 
attempts are being made to create more jobs for them. But with tourism down to record lows, it is 
a difficult time to be creating jobs at the site. Another program, A Rocha Kenya, has constructed 
a treehouse within the ruins for visitors to climb and get a birds-eye view of the area (Image 3). 
In order to climb the treehouse, a small fee is charged which goes directly to the Giriama 
community in the form of scholarships for youth. I spoke to one young boy who is a benefactor 
of this scholarship and is undoubtably grateful for the opportunity he has been given.  
 The community feels oppressed and says it all originated when the Arabs came and 
enslaved them. People in the community do not have much else to depend upon and cannot keep 
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waiting for someone to come and change it. Those who work within Gedi say that they are doing 
a lot to help and those outside say that it is not enough, they cannot survive on what they are 




 The methods used in this research were qualitative. I began by using secondary sources 
such as books, articles and journals that were found in libraries in both Mombasa and Malindi as 
well as provided by my advisors and other informants. These gave me a basis to begin upon, 
allowing me to start field research without a complete lack of knowledge. These documents 
varied from works about the Giriama, their beliefs and their history, to pieces about Islam, jinn, 
the Swahili, and their history as well. Archaeological works by the likes of James Kirkman and 
others provided the necessary background of Gedi Ruins.  
 From here I began field work using the qualitative methods of both private and focus 
group interviews as well as field observation. The primary study group was the Giriama 
community surrounding the ruins. In order to gain varied perspectives on the subject I also spoke 
to non-Giriama people who live in the area or who work within Gedi. The majority of interviews 
done took place in people’s homes in this surrounding area as well as those within the ruins who 
work there. People of different ages, religions, economic status, and employments were 
interviewed. This allowed for a well-rounded research project that gave me different angles of a 
similar story. I interviewed 20 people in total plus had various informal interviews. I spoke to 
seven people, both Giriama and Swahili, who work or who have worked at Gedi. Two were 
former curators and one is the current curator. The others were an Assistant Education Officer, 
an Assistant to the Curator, a grounds keeper, and one works at the Butterfly Farm. I also 
interviewed eight members of the Giriama community who do not work at Gedi Ruins, one of 
which is a librarian at the nearby school and three are revered elders in the community. I also 
spoke to five people outside of the Gedi community who are experts in their fields and were able 
to aid in specific areas of this study. One of these was an mganga, one was an ustadh, or Islamic 
teacher, one works for Swahili conservation, and one is an archaeologist. In addition to these 
formal interviews, I had one focus group discussion, and a few informal interviews with people I 
met and talked to in informal settings.  
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 In order to complete these interviews I arranged meetings with various people with the 
help of my translator and guide, Andrew. We were able to successfully interview many people 
willing to open up and talk about their community. Many people who I met put me in contact 
with others who were equally as helpful. Each and every one of these people gave me valuable 
information that helped me to successfully complete this study.  
 
DISCUSSION AND ANALYSIS 
 Gedi Ruins represents an intense history and innumerable emotions for the Giriama 
people. To them it marks the end of an era, constant oppression, and sorrow. It represents a fear. 
Not just a fear of the past, what happened to their people, but a fear of those who still live among 
the ruins: the spirits and the jinn. This fear is not solely negative, but is a fear in the sense of 
reverence. They revere the dead living there and want nothing but to appease them. Today Gedi 
has the potential to provide benefits to the Giriama community. While it has this capacity, the 
people still struggle to see the results, which only brings them back to the beginning of 
sentiments of oppression and even bitterness. The relationship that has been created between the 
Giriama and Gedi Ruins is complex and complicated, but has become symbiotic. Today, with 
each of these components a chain has formed. The ruins and the Giriama are connected through 
the Swahili, the forest, the history, the beliefs, and so much more. They are the links in this chain 
and form the relationship. When one link is removed, the entire cycle could fall apart. It has 
come to the point that each component needs the others to stay afloat whether they want to 
believe it or not. This result is a product of centuries of events that have left the Giriama wanting 
more but have also made them who they are today. It is all of these pieces together, not one 
alone, that allows the community as a whole to survive. Each link needs to be examined 
separately to fully grasp the concept of how they work to create the relationship that exists today.  
 The Giriama connection with ancestral spirits is a complex subject but is highly 
important to who the Giriama people are. They believe in a supreme being, or God called 
Mulungu, and they regard these spirits as a medium of communication between God and the 
people (Tinga, 2006). Koma is a Kigiriama word for ancestral spirit, or someone who lived, and 
according to the Giriama, these spirits want to be recognized and remembered. There is a process 
to how these spirits are remembered and how these spirits make it known that they want to be 
remembered. In doing so they are capable of possessing a human body. Therefore, they are the 
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“supreme Giriama authority” being all at once intelligent, devious, just, and dominant (Parkin, 
1991: 213). An angry koma can wreak havoc among their living family and a satisfied koma can 
bring fortune and allow a family to prosper. These results are a motivation to the Giriama to 
appease their ancestral spirits.  
 There are many different kinds of koma that play different roles and affect the Giriama in 
certain ways. Senior diviner Bandera Kitunga Marai provided an in-depth explanation of a 
selection of these spirits and described how each is important to society. There are both Islamic 
and traditional spirits that present themselves to the Giriama. Each kind is very different and is 
known for carrying out different actions. One she noted was the Maragua spirit, or the Lazy 
Spirit. It likes cleanliness, especially on Fridays when the person it possess must take a bath, 
dress in something clean, maybe eat once and then sleep the rest of the day. Though the main 
role of this spirit is to be the first spirit a diviner encounters when entering the spirit world. It has 
the ability to prevent a diviner from working. Another spirit that informant John Mitsanze 
mentioned as important is known as Kathunusi, the mood spirit. This koma often approaches a 
person when they are moody and if they are about to divine, it appears and can disturb and often 
end the divination process. Another Giriama koma is Matumwa, the spirit of Burden. Marai 
stated that when she encounters these, her patients typically have an overwhelming feeling of 
fatigue. They feel as if they work too much and have no energy to walk. Mitsanze later added 
that this is a spirit that comes from the time of slave trade, a time of great burden and at some 
point it assumed the role of divining spirit.  
 Out of all of these spirits there is one that is the most highly revered and respected; 
Katsumba-Kazi. It is so important that both Swahili and Giriama use it. This koma has a 
nickname of ‘Kaluhiyo,’ meaning one who does not keep secrets. It is the most vocal spirit but 
can also help a diviner to solve problems with patients. In order to force someone to give up a 
secret it asks a series of yes and no questions until it has figured out the information necessary to 
reveal the secret. “It likes challenging” Marai stated as she explained this koma’s process of 
getting the information:  
 
 So this spirit is very active it engages you in interactive speech...So if someone is trying 
 to hide the truth from you then that spirit will actually come out and say, this is what I 
 know about you, say yes or no. If you deny it, then it will come up with another proof, 
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 say yes or say no. So it will continue probing and reveal your secret until you accept. So 
 that’s why they call it a ‘non-secret.’ 
 
Katsumba-Kazi is a valuable asset to diviners because of this power to assist. Mulungu spirit is a 
koma closely related to Katsumba-Kazi but cannot reach the same level of attention. It is, 
however, the most holy spirit as a spirit for the welfare of the people. 
 In addition to the Giriama spirits there are Swahili spirits with which the Giriama 
interact. The Mwalimu spirit type which is an umbrella term for four different clans, or families 
of Swahili and Muslim spirits. Mwalimu Jumaa, Friday, is one such spirit and as it is an Islamic 
spirit, so when in possession of a person demands that they live an Islamic lifestyle. Another 
name for this one is Mwalimu Miskiti, or Mosque. It causes illness and misfortune until the 
possessed abides by the Islamic way of life by doing things such as fasting, not working on 
Fridays, and all other regulations. A second Swahili spirit is Mwalimu Zungua, a spirit that 
causes a mess. Marai described how one possessed by this spirit would act; “I think you have 
seen it. People who are possessed by this spirit they like going round and round, then they stop, 
then they go round and round.” There is also Mwalimu Rohani which is a very religious Muslim 
spirit (Giles 1987: 47). Ustadh Ahmed Aboud Gandusi said that these Rohani get into people’s 
heads, causing them to burst out shouting and demanding things such as rings. These come to a 
person in their sleep while they are dreaming. Finally, there is Mwalimu Subiani. Mwalimu 
Subiani is the most important Mwalimu spirit. It only speaks Arabic, but if a diviner can 
communicate with it in Arabic, she can gain important advice from this spirit. Marai noted that 
Subiani also has the ability to protect someone and therefore is beneficial to have close-by. 
Subiani can tell what an enemy is planning and warn one against it. The immense number of 
Muslim spirits that Marai included in her description of Koma exemplifies the impact that Islam 
has had on the Giriama. By spiritually forcing people to abide by the rules of Islam, it also 
socially and culturally isolates the person from participating in regular Giriama activities such as 
drinking palm wine and eating meat at funerals (Parkin, 1991: 187). This effect slowly aids in the 
chipping away at who the Giriama are. As people grow to believe that more Muslim spirits are 
possessing them, the more people convert, and as a result, the smaller the traditional population 
becomes.  
  Ancestral spirits tend to visit their own living relatives to make requests. If these requests 
are not appeased, the koma will bring misfortune to the family. Mzee Kalulu spoke of examples 
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of these misfortunes. He listed occurrences such as a poor harvest on the farm and disease to a 
family member. These are meant as reminders to the living to recognize the dead and to give the 
dead equal respect as the living. One informant, Abubakar Salim, mentioned that they appease 
the dead so they can live in unity together as a family. There are many things that the Giriama do 
to appease the dead when signaled to do so, as well as when they make requests of the koma for 
assistance. Primarily these appeasements come as offerings. There are, however, many different 
forms of offerings and worship.  
 The most well-known and to many, the most important way to remember the dead is 
through a vigango. Vigango are grave posts installed to commemorate the dead. There are three 
different categories for these posts; 1) Women and junior men, 2) Uninitiated Senior men, and 3) 
Initiated senior men. They are constructed out of a special type of hardwood and are made to 
last. They take a lot of preparation before they can be placed in the areas designated for them; 
often small, low structures constructed as their homes are, out of grass (Shadrack Katana 
Ndurya).  The posts are not erected immediately after death, but only when prompted by the 
spirits that have returned to demand recognition. If these demands are ignored, the koma will 
cause misfortunes to occur within the living family (Tinga, 2006). In addition, the posts are 
installed away from the grave, allowing the spirit to separate from its previous body (Parkin, 
1991: 207). In one interview, Salim mentioned that with ignorance of koma and vigango comes 
disunity among families and clans. Fights will ensue that have the potential to tear the clan apart. 
Needless to say, this appeasement in the form of vigango is extremely important to the Giriama 
and the maintenance of the family and clan. In turn, the vigango represent protection by ancestral 
spirits.  
 Each village has its own set of vigango and would not be a true Giriama village without 
them. Elders make offerings to the ancestors at these sites, requesting fortune such as the 
blessing of children, fertility and successful crops (Ndurya). There are benefits to installing 
vigango and properly tending to the requests of the koma. People are brought together, are 
successful, have jobs, and prosper. They have powerful homes, are protected from disease, and 
prevent witches from invading houses (Salim). In addition to vigango, there are certain places 
where spirits dwell. These dwellings are known as mzimu for any type of spirit and panga for 
superior and more powerful spirits. There are certain individuals within the community who have 
the power to go to these sites and communicate with the koma living there. Typically, a koma 
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chooses which member of the family to possess. This person becomes responsible for the koma 
and the caretaker for the mzimu (Giles, 1987: 45). Often, a diviner is required to act as an 
intermediary between the spirits and other humans.  
 A diviner, typically a woman, has the power to deal with invasive spirits and determine 
what is necessary to be rid of them. Bandera Kitunga Marai, a diviner, shared her method of 
communicating with koma during an interview. She explained that typically a person will first 
experience some sort of illness. They may have body pains, headaches, or intense anxiety. If 
someone feels this way, they call her to help but she said that she often knows when someone is 
coming because she is told in her dreams. Her methods of speaking with the koma begin with a 
ritual, often involving a spirit dance but sometimes, she says, they come to her first. She senses 
the presence of the spirit and enters a “condition of excitement” placing her in the state of mind 
to begin communication which she does in the language of the koma. She added that sometimes 
when she is doing divination she receives extra information telling her to be aware of her 
surroundings. The demands of the koma are typically not difficult to meet, it is just necessary 
that it be done. For example, for the Matumwa Spirit, or burden spirit, one only must give him 
cloth to appease his request (Mitsanze). Others ask for more elaborate offerings. Mzee Kalulu 
spoke of a maize flour and water mixture as food for the koma while Giriama elder, Muse 
Randu, said that a sacrifice such as a chicken or white cock is the most common type of offering. 
The blood will satisfy the spirit.  
 Many interviewees gave their own stories of experiences with koma, giving reason to 
their power over the Giriama community. Muhammad Lugogo, the Assistant Education Officer 
at Gedi Ruins, spoke of one of his most memorable experiences. He was walking by the large fig 
tree outside the gate of the site at night and he saw a group of women cooking around the tree 
and could smell rice. When he looked back they were not there. There are many accounts like 
this one, stories of smelling foods with no one around cooking or seeing people only to turn 
around and find that they have disappeared. Abubakar Salim spoke of a time when he was 
walking home through the forest and heard voices calling his name, telling him to come into 
their home. When he looked around there was no one there. Others told of times when they took 
something from the forest without asking permission of the koma and were haunted by them 
until the object was returned. Kiraga Hare said that he was once walking at night, saw someone 
in a white robe who soon disappeared and Ustadh Ahmed Aboud Gandusi mentioned once 
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seeing a very tall figure in a tree without a head who also disappeared. It is stories like these that 
strengthens the belief in koma among the Giriama and gives reason to abide by their requests.  
 It is mandatory to understand the importance the presence of koma is to the Giriama. 
Koma represent all that they are. It is through koma that the Giriama communicate with God. It 
is koma that have the power to give all that is requested and at the same time take everything 
away. The Giriama fear and revere these beings and strive tirelessly to comply with their desires. 
A koma is the most powerful being a living human can communicate with and therefore becomes 
the center of Giriama focus.  
 Another key force in the lives and beliefs of the Giriama is the presence of jinn. 
According to the Quran, Allah created jinn along with humans to worship him. A verse in the 
Quran reads; “And indeed, We created man from dried (sounding) clay of altered mud. And the 
jinn, We created aforetime from the smokeless flame of fire” (Khaleel, 2005: 42). Jinns are 
similar to spirits in the sense that their are invisible to the human eye but can possess and bring 
misfortune upon people (Khaleel, 2005: 43). Ustadh Ahmed Aboud Gandusi stated that “There 
are Godly things and there are evil things.” Typically, jinn are considered to be one of those 
evils. People fear jinns as they come from a different culture, a different dimension. People fear 
the unknown, and thus fear this entity that comes from an incomprehensible place (Ndurya). 
Although many Giriama have not converted to Islam, they still believe in the presence of Jinn. In 
his interview, Nickson K Zimba brought up that even though jinns are attached to a religion, 
Islam, it does not mean that others cannot believe in them. He noted that even Christians, 
although they are very separated from Islam, still go to Muslim priests to seek direction about 
jinns. Anyone can become possessed by a jinn but only a Muslim can give instruction on how to 
get rid of them. This was proven to be true when non-Muslim Giriama were questioned on the 
subject. Mzee Kalulu, a respected elder in the community mentioned that he knows there are jinn 
and that people fear them but know how to make them leave. Even a Christian, Edmund, who 
works at Gedi, spoke of his belief as well.  
 There are many different kinds of jinn that humans are aware of and that many Giriama 
have come across. Diviner Bandera Kitunga Marai said she comes across jinn quite often when 
divining. According to her there are three types of jinns; Pagau, Ngombe, and Laika. Pagau 
typically appears in the form of a human being and takes on the opposite sex of the person it is 
confronting. Her example was if a Pagau approaches a man, it will appear as a woman and 
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follow the man home making requests. Sometimes the Pagau will repeatedly tell the man to leave 
his wife until he does. Then one day it will reveal itself as a Pagau and leave. The second, 
Ngombe takes the form of a person with various body parts of a cow. One who is being stalked 
by this type of jinn will have shouting fits and become extremely restless in constant fear that the 
jinn is about to attack. The third kind of jinn is Laika. Laika jinn live in or near to water and are 
known to be the cause of people drowning. Normally when this jinn appears, it comes in the 
presence of other spirits to try to cause trouble. 
 While jinns live in abandoned places, they require people to tell them what to do. Anyone 
can control a jinn if one wishes to. People sell jinn, most of the time in jars, to those who have a 
need. They can be purchased and taken home where they are most often kept in separate rooms. 
Nickson K Zimba explained the routine when possessing a jinn: 
  
 I will be told everything there [where the jinn is purchased] and I will follow the 
 instructions. In a day or in a week, I do something to please the jinns. I can just slaughter 
 a goat or a cow or a chicken to please them. Because if I slaughter a chicken then the 
 blood comes out and the jinns just use the blood. But it is invisible. They can grow even 
 from young to big. It doesn’t matter if you... It does matter you give them what they like. 
 If you don’t they can affect yourself. 
 
Once a person owns a jinn they can set it upon others to do their bidding. Reasons for setting a 
jinn on someone often have to do with jealousy and anger. Intent is almost always malicious.  
If someone who owns a jinn dies, however, without giving the jinn instruction of where to go or 
what to do, it is stuck until someone else comes to claim it (Ndurya).  
 Once a jinn has been set upon a person it cannot leave a person until ordered to. But, only 
certain people can order a jinn to do something. There are two ways to getting rid of jinn. One is 
to go to a Muslim teacher, or Imam and the other is to visit an mganga, what many consider to be 
witch doctors. Waganga are a very controversial subject among Muslims. According to the 
Quran, Muslims are supposed to believe in Jinn but not to interact with them. This is why most 
of these interactions are kept quiet. People do, however, meet with waganga to rid themselves of 
the jinn that possess them.  
 One mganga on Pemba Island was interviewed for this study. He went through the 
process of how he calls a jinn and then explained what he does while communicating with them 
and how he tells them to leave. This mganga, Saidi, brought out the tools he uses to call a jinn. 
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Although, before he calls the jinn, he first examines the patient to determine what their problem 
is and whether it can be treated by Mitishamba, wild shrubs and trees, or if he needs to use the 
Quran. Once this is determined he can proceed. He said that often jinns will first come to him in 
his sleep and inform him of what they want. These items included incense, or udi, in a small 
ceramic vase, a clean kanga, rings, a banana, perfume, and rose water. He burns the incense to 
call the jinn and uses perfume because he says it makes it easier to communicate. Jinns like 
cleanliness, thus the clean kanga to be worn by the mganga. The rose water is for the patient, or 
person afflicted, to drink. He pulled out a bottle containing pink rose water and a paper with 
Quranic verses on it that he says he gives this “dawa” to the patient who then drinks it and by 
this method the message telling the jinn to leave reaches the jinn. He then asks the jinn what it 
wants and relays this message to the patient. Typically, a jinn asks for a chicken, a cow, and at 
times foods like pilau. Saidi explained that the jinns he deals with are ones that dwell in caves in 
the ocean. They come to him at night and take them to their homes under the sea. He said they 
have cities in these caves but one can only go there if brought by a jinn. If a person were to 
attempt to go on their own without the permission of the jinn, they would drown. If he wants to 
make a trip to visit these caves he calls the jinn to his home using the previously discussed 
methods of burning incense and using perfume. While waganga are controversial, they are, for 
many, helpful and necessary.  
 One of my informants has many family connections to people who deal with jinn. He 
discussed the significance of jinn in Islam and how people deal with them in society. Jinns do not 
become attached to a person solely through a person ordering one to do so. A person can meet a 
jinn by coincidence. Jinns tend to associate themselves with places such as toilets and can 
accidentally be met on the street. They are also associated with the ocean and fishermen claim to 
encounter them often at sea. It depends on being in the wrong place at the wrong time. But, no 
matter how they attach themselves, they need to be expelled. His father is one of these doctors 
and has dealt with the jinn using the methods of an mganga. He added that while growing up he 
saw many things occur relating to jinn. When he was once walking with his father he says he 
saw a woman with hooves trying to cover herself with a bui bui to hide the fact that, according to 
this man, she was a jinn. 
 This man’s story is just one of many that people have of seeing jinn who have manifested 
themselves in different forms. In his Essay on the Jinn, Ibn Taymeeyah says that “most 
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people...acknowledge the existence of jinn based on countless experiences” (1989: 15). This is 
proven true by the numerous accounts of occurrences involving jinn that were relayed during this 
study. Ndurya told about his grandfather’s experience of coming across a small child on his way 
to work one day. He greeted the child, but it did not turn around or respond. When it finally did 
turn, he saw that the child had big eyes like those of an owl. As he stood there the child grew tall, 
“as tall as the trees.” The child then took his grandfather’s arm and put it under his own then 
suddenly disappeared. Abubakar Salim said that one cannot pass the giant fig tree outside of 
Gedi Ruins after 6:30 in the evening without seeing strange things. He mentioned one time 
walking home and hearing singing but there was no one around. He then heard people asking 
him to enter their home, again, no one was present. He said that often when passing this fig tree 
people smell pilau. Mohammad Lugogo told of a story he heard of a security guard at Gedi Ruins 
who saw a group of people celebrating and dancing with a drum. However, when he turned on 
his flashlight, they were gone. There are endless stories such as these that contribute to people’s 
fear of jinn and that strengthen their belief in them. As they are believed to affect not only 
Muslims, but anyone, the Giriama have adopted these beliefs and therefore, the methods of 
driving them out.  
 According to the Giriama, both spirits and jinn take up residence in vacant spaces. They 
live in places such as trees, caves, abandoned buildings and ruins. One of these such places is 
Gedi Ruins. Most sites on the Kenyan coast are considered sacred on some level because of an 
association with spirit worship and possession (Okello Abungo, 1997:152). Gedi has thus 
become a sacred site to many. As Muse explained, it is a site where anyone can go and pray, no 
matter the religion. A place that contains spirits is automatically a sacred place to the locals. 
Some argued that the Giriama arrived in the area first, and it is therefore sacred because of this 
ancient connection. Others said that the Giriama arrived much later, after its abandonment but it 
is still sacred because of the unknown. For a group of people coming across a stone town after 
only knowing grass structures it would seem something supernatural. Not only this, but it 
managed to outlive the people who resided there which was then unheard of to the Giriama 
(Jimbi Katana). As supported through the numerous people interviewed, the majority of people 
with any sort of knowledge of Gedi Ruins and what it represents insist that either spirits, jinn, or 
both reside at the site. With this, however, there are a variety of different opinions of who the 
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spirits are, where the jinn came from, why they are there and whether or not they still hold any 
power.  
 There were numerous answers to the question; “who are the spirits at Gedi Ruins?” Most 
people stated that they believe the site to be occupied by Arab spirits, as they were the ones 
living there. Others were not sure and said that it could be any combination of Giriama and Arab 
spirits. Many insisted that there were at one point Giriama spirits there but were all chased away 
by Arab spirits. This may or may not be true, but either way, the number of times it was 
expressed along with the tone it was expressed in exemplifies the deep bitterness the Giriama 
hold for what happened at Gedi and the way they feel they have been and are being treated by 
the Swahili.  
 Shadrack Katana Ndurya was one who firmly believed that Giriama koma do not live in 
Gedi, but cannot say for certain who they are. Kiraga Hare similarly believes that spirits 
occupying Gedi Ruins are not Giriama, but says that he knows them to be Arab. Mzee Kalulu, a 
Giriama elder seemed to agree with a combination of the two but his explanation of this was not 
without a strong undertone of resentment towards the Arabs. His statement about the subject 
precisely describes the sentiments of many:  
 
 As far as we know, there are many our people who died there and as far as we know 
 many of our people were converted to that new culture and they died there. And some of 
 them were still appointing our own culture. But the problem that there is now is that the 
 Arabs, or the Swahili who are related to that place did not know the African culture, our 
 culture and continued to magnify the Arab culture in that place and that’s where the 
 discontinuity comes. 
 
In this he explains that the Arabs came into the area, tried to and succeeded in converting many 
locals. Some kept their traditions when they converted and others did not. Therefore, at this one 
cannot always differentiate between Arab and Giriama spirits, when many represent both. The 
deeply engrained emotions that seep through in this statement relate directly to the Giriama 
bitterness towards Arab and Swahili actions in the past and present. Today it has become so 
muddled that it is hard to draw the line at which beliefs belong where and to whom.  
 It is strongly believed by most that the reason for the presence of jinn at Gedi is because 
the Arabs who owned them left without giving them instruction on what to do next. Thus, they 
remain at the site but are believed to be losing their power. Without anyone there to tell them 
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what to do, they remain stationary. Shaaban Said was one of many to bring up the people who 
used to live there and of their control over the jinn. Shadrack Katana was another to speak of 
this. “If I die today, where will the jinis go? They have no place to go unless I order them to go 
somewhere. But if I die suddenly having not given them any orders, they will stay there. That is 
what happened with Gedi ruins. When they suddenly parted, they left behind jinis.” 
 No matter the origins of the spirits and the beliefs and sentiments of the people there 
now, it cannot be denied that to many, Gedi Ruins is a sacred site. Therefore, it is still treated as 
sacred and used as a place of worship to Giriama and Swahili alike. There are a variety of 
methods of prayer seen at Gedi depending in one’s religion. Nickson Zimba calls the site “a 
shrine” and Philip Jimbi Katana says that beliefs change, but people still pray. People offer 
sacrifices and libations and other things with spiritual values to appease the spirits and jinn. 
People travel from all around to pray at the Great Mosque (Image 2) and ask things of the spirits 
at Gedi. Ali Mwarora, the current curator at Gedi, gave an example of this. He once knew a 
woman who had lost her golden bangles and traveled to Gedi all the way from Mombasa to visit 
the Great Mosque and talk about her loss. After presenting her grievances, she found the bangles 
and soon returned to slaughter a goat to give thanks. People used to celebrate the birth of 
Mohammad at Gedi but this tradition has been lost. The Assistant Education Officer, Lugogo, 
said that he remembers a woman and her son and daughter who would come whenever one of the 
children was not in good health. He would see her at the Great Mosque praying. It is Lugogo’s 
belief that these three were controlled by the spirits at Gedi as they constantly brought offerings 
to the Great Mosque.  
 In addition to the Great Mosque as a site of prayer, there is a giant fig tree just outside the 
Ruins that is used as a gathering place by the Giriama to conduct prayers and, for many, to 
communicate with the dead (Kiraga Hare). Abubakar shared that people go there to claim their 
problems such as an illness. But one must be sure to fulfill their promise in return if they are 
healed. This could be holding a celebration, slaughtering a cow, or cooking the favorite food of 
the spirit and eating it there. He also mentioned that this fig tree was one of the sites where he 
has heard voices when passing by at night. Lugogo was another to tell of his experience there 
seeing women cooking under the tree only to have them disappear after passing. The prayers and 
rituals that the locals conduct within and around Gedi Ruins makes the site an especially sacred 
place but it also provides a sense of fear.  
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 There are many things that have allowed Gedi Ruins to be in the well-preserved state it is 
today, but one force that has proven to be extremely strong is the fear of the site that stems from 
the Giriama belief in spirits and jinn. Fear is the resounding product of these beliefs surrounding 
Gedi. But, it is not only a fear of what lives there now, but also a fear of the past, a fear of the 
memory that the site represents. A time of slavery and oppression. Not only does it mark those 
times, but it is a constant reminder that, according to many Giriama today, they are still under the 
Swahili and Arabs. 
 Each aspect within these beliefs system culminate to create this fear of the site. The 
people fear the results of displeasing the koma and jinn that possess the place. As a result, the 
site remains untouched by the hands of thieves. Nickson Zimba said that if anyone were to 
attempt to remove anything from the site, misfortune would befall them and continue to until 
they return whatever it was they took. He also said that if anyone were to urinate anywhere on or 
near to the borders of Gedi, spirits would come and haunt the person in the night. The objective 
of this study, to determine if the belief in spirits and jinn aided in the preservation of Gedi Ruins 
was answered with a resounding yes. Each person interviewed agreed and added on to why and 
how this has happened. Salim believed that without this fear and respect, the people would have 
destroyed not only the site, but the forest as well. Instead, people will not touch the place without 
apprehension of what the spirits and jinns could do in return. Hare Mwatseka agreed saying that 
because some people fear the spirits and the jinns, they will not harm the site. Kiraga Hare 
conveyed that it no doubt helped because people were simply afraid of coming to the site in the 
first place. Mzee Kalulu said that in addition to the restrictions the National Museums of Kenya 
has put on the site, there are the jinns there as well that keep people away. Ndurya put it very 
well when he spoke of the impact these beliefs have had on the preservation of Gedi; 
 
 Because they have evoked fear. People fear jinis. If it was my ancestral spirit, I would 
 know how to go about handling it. But jini is from a different culture. It’s a spirit from 
 different dimensions. I don’t know about its culture I don’t know how it operates. I don’t 
 know. So, I can say that there is that fear of the unknown. We only know that there are 
 jinis. But coming face to face with one, people fear. So I would keep off. People stay 
 away from and if you stay away from a certain place, then that place automatically can be 




In this statement Ndurya really pins down the exact reasoning for and result of this fear. Former 
curator, Abdullah Alousy, said that because of this intense psychological belief that if a person 
takes anything, they will be haunted, people have resisted from doing so. The present curator, Ali 
Mwarora, agreed with Alousy in that this reverence of the site has had a huge impact. There is no 
doubt in the minds of both the people who live there and the people who work there that these 
beliefs have aided in the preservation of Gedi Ruins.  
 This connection, reverence, and fear has formed an intense relationship between Gedi 
Ruins and the Giriama. They have formed a symbiotic relationship from these aspects that has 
grown and changed through time. When one observes each separately and then together, it 
becomes highly evident that Islam has had a huge impact on the Giriama and can account for 
much of this relationship that exists today.  
 Upon arrival the, the Arabs did not immediately force their religion upon people but it 
spread naturally. This, however, changed and thus began the oppression of local communities by 
the Arabs. They brought their religion, and therefore their own spirits as well as the belief in jinn. 
For the Giriama, this marks the beginning of the ongoing suppression that they claim is still 
apparent today. Katana says that the Arabs turned from a humble community to a forceful one. 
Most Giriama would agree and believe, because of oral tradition, that the Arabs took their land 
from them. This is a disputed fact as according to many historians, the Giriama arrived after the 
Arabs. If, however, the Giriama are correct in their claims to the land, then their oral histories of 
being enslaved by the Arabs would be accurate. Mzee Kalulu explained the Giriama story with 
startling bitterness: 
 
 Gedi Ruins, that’s part of our resources, it’s within our land. But the Arabs who put up 
 that facility came to us in a bad way, they enslaved us, they chained us. Arabs are 
 foreigners, they don’t belong here. They came here and forced themselves into our 
 community, they enslaved us they chained us, that was very wrong. The Arabs came to 
 use and they did all these bad things to us... That facility of Gedi Ruins was actually put 
 up with our blood. We were the ones who were chained and died there putting up those 
 buildings for the Arabs. 
 
 In addition to enslavement, an aspect of Islamic influence that is still present today is 
forced conversion. According to many they did this through acts of extortion. Arabs would 
refuse people jobs until they, and their entire family converted to Islam. Many say that this is still 
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going on today, though it is not something that can be factually proven for the time being. This 
action has contributed to the marginalization of the Giriama. In each interview the person was 
questioned about their views of the impact of Islam on Giriama tradition. Many spoke about the 
influence in the past, how it carries through to today, and specifically, what this has done to the 
community around Gedi Ruins. When examining the results and comparing answers, it became 
clear that there were quiet a few biases among different groups of people. Many, while being 
convinced of the oppression of the Giriama were at the same time in complete denial of the loss 
of Giriama tradition and insisted it was still strong. Others admitted that traditions were rapidly 
waning. Those in denial tended to be Giriama elders. Some contested any sort of claim to a 
negative impact on the Giriama and said that the Arabs and today, Swahili, are only trying to 
help. Yet those who said this were primarily Swahili. These themes in biases say a lot about 
human nature and humanity’s constant need to be in defense of themselves. Everyone was on the 
defense about their own beliefs while attacking those of others. 
 On top of the forced conversion that many insist is still going on, there were a great deal 
of other examples people had of how the Arabs and Swahili have marginalized the Giriama and 
made them feel like outsiders. When the National Museums of Kenya took over in the area and 
built a fence around the site, it pushed the community out and cut them off from using the 
resources of the forest. Today, they can only use the forest for things such as collecting firewood 
if they have direct permission from the National Museums of Kenya. They constructed the site 
for the museum directly on top of where a Giriama village was, forcing them out (Kalulu). Most 
are convinced that they could do a better job preserving the forest than the Giriama because they 
would use the resources but not overexploit it. There were many negative sentiments towards the 
National Museums of Kenya and most wished that they did more to help the surrounding 
community.  
 On the other hand, many Swahili and workers at Gedi disagreed and said that the 
National Museums of Kenya was doing a very good job including the Giriama and providing 
benefits. Saida Balahmar, for example, said that she thinks the museum does a lot for the 
community. They provide jobs and have allowed a program called A Rocha Kenya to come and 
aid with raising money from scholarships. She believes that through programs such as this and 
through all that the site has provided for the people, they do a fair amount to support the people. 
Even a local Giriama, Hare Mwatseka, stated that he believed the site to be benefitting the 
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community hugely. Although he had reason to make this claim as his son is a benefactor of the A 
Rocha Kenya scholarship and he himself was provided work as a workman for James Kirkman 
for many years. He did, however, believe that it was wrong of them to tear down the village that 
was on the site and would like to see it reconstructed, even if outside the fence. It seems to be 
that it is those who are fortunate and remain unharmed that stay conveniently unaware of these 
issues. 
 Salim, a Muslim Giriama, noted that after the introduction of Islam people struggled to 
achieve anything without converting to Islam. According to him, they forced their religion, their 
language, how they worship, how they dress and in return, changed the behavior and culture of 
the Giriama. In one statement, he did however contradict himself by admitting that he believes 
the benefit of the Arabs at Gedi was that they changed people around Gedi from Pagans to 
Muslim. He called paganism “primitive worshipping” and supported the shift to the “modern 
world.” While he thinks that this is a good thing he is still aware of the pain it caused the people, 
saying that they invaded and took their homes which was wrong.  
 Marai was one of these elders who was in denial of any change. She listed her grievances 
against the Swahili, but followed this by saying that the Giriama traditions were still strong. 
Other elders such as Mzee Kalulu and Hare Mwatseka said the same thing. This denial of change 
along with statements such as Abubakar Salim’s show clear contradiction but also confusion and 
an unwillingness to admit defeat. To them, as long as the fundamentals of Giriamaness survive, 
they have succeeded. These elders said that the core concept of Giriama religion is respect for 
humanity. One can convert to a new religion while following tradition and it will not affect one’s 
relationship with God (Mwatseka, Jimbi Katana.) Even if one is not a traditionalist and has 
converted to another religion, one can still abide by the Giriama morals. They keep a person 
honest.  
 It cannot, however, be denied that changes are occurring. People do not pray at Gedi in 
the mosque or at the fig tree nearly as often as they used to. Many young people do not even 
believe in spirits (though jinn were accepted by all interviewed without a doubt). This lack of 
faith in the traditional beliefs is beginning to trickle down to the youth as they start to venture 
outside of the immediate community. More and more people are being educated in different 
cities or abroad and therefore lose touch with where they come from. There are debates across 
the country concerning polytheism versus monotheism as polytheism has “only ever been seen 
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by the government as negative” (Parkin, 1991: 189). The Giriama people have been squeezed 
between Christianity, Islam, Western education, medical practices, and government 
condemnation of any form of witchcraft (Parkin, 1991: 189). As these outside influences come in 
and as Giriama people disperse, they are losing their traditions. The ancestors and koma lose 
their significance and influence on the people (Brantley, 1979: 114). As many people discussed 
in their interviews, it is pressures like these that stigmatize paganism and make those who 
practice pagan religions to feel primitive. These pressures from all different directions, the image 
they create, and how they make the Giriama feel, have put the people in a very tough situation 
today and one cannot blame them for feeling so bitter.  
 With any argument there are, of course, biases can inhibit any sort of forward motion. 
This is clearly happening in this ongoing debate. It appears that the Swahili who work at the site 
truly believe that they are doing a lot to help the surrounding community, while the Giriama 
would state the complete opposite saying that they are still oppressed by them and are provided 
with no benefits. Elder Marai says that the National Museums of Kenya are “only interested in 
their own interests. They eat the money.” She says this and at the same time a Swahili employee 
of the site, Saida Balahmar, says that they offer many employment opportunities and give the 
people support. She claims that they do a good job hiring from the surrounding community. 
Many Giriama would disagree. Despite what the truth really is, nothing can be done until these 
people are able to see what the other is talking about. Only then, only when they see from the 
other person’s perspective, will they be able to create an agreement that has both groups in their 
best interest. Right now, though, it is incredibly unbalanced and the biases that are coming from 
each side seem to hinder them from moving forward.  
  
CONCLUSION 
 The symbiotic relationship that has been formed between Gedi Ruins and the Giriama 
people is a complex one that is constantly shifting. The connection with ancestral spirits is a key 
feature of not just the Giriama, but the Mijikenda as a whole. The weight that this belief holds in 
their community is huge and represents much of who they are. Their beliefs have changed with 
the introduction of Islam, many have converted, and it marks a time of oppression, but in many 
ways, it has enforced these spiritual aspects. The Mijikenda believe that the Arabs brought 
Muslim spirits and jinn. As a result, jinn have now become part of the Mijikenda belief system. 
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They speak of their experiences with jinn and how they have an impact on their lives. Together 
ancestral spirits, jinn, and Islam make up much of what has become an interdependent 
relationship between the Giriama and Gedi Ruins.  
 While my question of whether the Giriama beliefs have helped to preserve the site has 
been answered with as resounding yes, it has also proven something else; the Giriama and Gedi 
Ruins preserve each other. The Giriama preserve Gedi through fear and reverence. As has been 
clearly shown, the belief in spirits and jinn is huge among the community and although it seems 
to be waning, it does not stop them from seeing Gedi as a sacred site. People from all around, 
Mijikenda and Swahili alike, come to Gedi Ruins to pray, give thanks, offerings and more. 
Despite the bitterness, disagreements and inequality that so many claim to be present, Gedi Ruins 
preserves the Giriama as well. As a site it provides jobs but it is also a place that defines their 
belief in spirits and jinn. They are connected to one another through many links. They provide 
for each other. Balahmar stated that “without their support [the Giriama], we cannot work 
properly, and we cannot have good harmony with the community.” Together they can create this 
harmony. They already rely on one another so this is possible. The relationship between Gedi 
Ruins and the Giriama community surrounding the site runs deep, has a long history, and defines 
the need for an equal recognition of tangible and intangible heritage.  
 
RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FURTHER STUDY 
 There are many aspects of this research that could be expanded upon. In an attempt to 
augment the section concerning benefits that Gedi is supposed to be providing to the Giriama, 
one could take a quantitative approach. This would include looking at the numbers of how many 
employees there are, how many are Giriama, pay differences, what jobs they have, and how 
many people apply. This would be a way of proving the level of benefits the people end up with.  
 While doing this research I found that people were occasionally hesitant to share 
information as they mentioned that in the past, researchers had come in asking for information 
and giving nothing in return. They often have expectations of what participating in these studies 
will bring, and are most of the time not compensated, even when promised. Kaingu Kalume 
Tinga once stated in a piece that “traditional custodians are extremely conservative...and 
researchers’ lack of openness about the aims, objectives, rights, obligations, and benefits of the 
research projects to the community” (2004: 11) does not help them to open up. While for lack of 
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money and time I could only promise to share their story and inform people about what was 
going on, there are many things that a future study or project could do to extend this and benefit 
the people in a larger way. One could turn it into a project that raises awareness of the issues that 
the Giriama are struggling with and brought up during this study.  
 Another continuation of this study would be to look more specifically at how 
westernization and modernization are affecting the Mijikenda. One could study how these are 
changing their culture and see if it is another reason they are losing their culture. This could be 
done by doing a wider study of the Mijikenda in general by looking at more tribes than just the 
Giriama. One could study those Mijikenda who have chosen to leave life with other members of 
their tribe and move to larger towns and cities as well as those who have chosen to stay close to 
the tribal center. The results could then be compared for a very interesting study.  
 I also think it would be fascinating to compare the relationship between the Giriama and 
Gedi Ruins with those of other communities that have connections with archaeological sites. One 
could make a study of this and create a collection of cases such as this and then create a final 
comparison of all the sites and people studied. It could be furthered by turning it into an 
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List of Terms 
Dawa- Swahili term for Medicine 
Fingo- A pot buried outside of a Kaya for protection 
Giriama- One of nine Mijikenda tribes living in Coastal Kenya. Community surrounds Gedi 
 Ruins.  
Intangible Heritage- Tradition and living heritage passed down from ancestors 
Jinn- Islamic entities that were create by Allah alongside humans to worship him.  
Kambi- Most senior level of Rika, or levels, in Giriama culture. 
Kanga- Patterned cloth typically used as clothing. 
Kathunusi Spirit- Mood spirit 
Katsumba-Kazi Spirit- Most highly revered and respected spirit by both Giriama and Swahili 
Kaya- Sacred forested hilltops on which the nine Mijikenda tribes settled.  
Kigiriama- Giriama language 
Koma- Ancestral Spirit 
Laika Jinn- Jinn that live near or in the water. Often cause people to drown.  
Maragua Spirit- Lazi Spirit, likes cleanliness 
Matumwa Spirit- Spirit of burden, comes from the time of slave trade. 
Mganga (pl. Waganga)- Often called “witch doctors.” Typically use traditional medicines and 
 deal with jinn. 
Mijikenda- Term for a group of nine tribes living in coastal Kenya. 
Misala ya Koma- Memorial shrines that consist of vigango.  
Mitishamba- Wild shrubs and trees 
Mraya- Highest ranking Kambi 
Mulungu- Giriama God 
Mwalimu Jumaa/Mwaliu Miskiti- “Friday” spirit, Swahili spirit, demands that a person converts 
 to Islam. 
Mwalimu Rohani- Very religious Muslim spirit.  
Mwalimu Spirit- Umbrella term for four different clans of Muslim spirits. 
Mwalimu Subiani- Most important Muslim spirit, only speaks Arabic, can give good advice. 
Mwalimu Zungua- Swahili spirit that causes a mess. 
Mzimu- Spirit dwelling 
Ngombe jinn- Jinn that takes the form of a cow. 
Pagau Jinn- Jinn that takes the form of a human being of the opposite sex of the person they are 
 confronting. 
Panga- Dwelling for the most powerful spirits. 
Rika (pl. Marika)- Giriama elders. 
Soorah al-Jinn- Section in the Quran solely devoted to Jinn.  
Tangible heritage- Heritage involving physical items; ruins, artifacts, ecofacts, etc.  
Udi- Incense  
Ustadh- Islamic teacher 
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